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Abstract: Nature-centred Approaches to Peace-building (NAP™) is a single approach that can: 
contribute to individual psychological and social wellbeing; support community building; provide 
environmental knowledge and skill acquisition; promote nature conservation and increase 
environmental awareness. NAP is a grass-roots approach to simultaneously meeting multi-tiered 
needs at the individual, communal, national and even global level. The programme activities are 
linked by a project:  the construction of a NAP place. NAP places provide a positive effect on 
community cohesion and psychosocial wellbeing, as well as increasing community understanding of, 
and interest in, the natural world and nature conservation. 
 
Modern Western societies are plagued with problems. Urban living results in a concentration of issues 
that exist in all areas, coupled with those that occur when individuals and communities are forced to 
live in close confines. The malaises of society are physical, social, environmental, and psychological. 
Disengaged youth, obesity, family breakdown, community tension, depression, crime, racism, 
environmental disregard, unemployment - the list of urban ailments is long and varied.  
Certainly, governments do their best to address these issues. However, funding for social welfare is 
thin on the ground and the breadth and scope of social issues requiring assistance is broad. Programs 
often jostle one another to achieve adequate funding in order to stay afloat. Government funding that 
is available is also whittled down through departments and administration costs, resulting in those on 
the ground feeling unsupported and often abandoned. 
Despite a growing view that many of our modern ills are not, in fact, un-related but rather substantially 
intertwined, the standard approach to deal with social, environmental, and individual issues is to treat 
them separately. Consequently, there are programs to combat depression, programs to re-engage 
youth, programs to promote environmental awareness, and programs to promote community cohesion. 
Certainly, there are benefits to issue specific interventions. However, there are considerable benefits to 
implementing holistic approaches that address multiple issues and needs within our urban 
communities.  
The ability to simultaneously tackle several of the aforementioned issues with one holistic program is 
not an unrealistic dream. There is a singular approach that can meet many of the social needs of our 
modern urban communities. This approach can address various issues at the individual, communal, 
and even global level. This holistic approach is called NAP: Nature-centred Approaches to Peace-
building.  
Peace-building is something that benefits and is relevant to everyone. Building inner peace, building 
better relationships between couples and neighbours, establishing peaceful communities, and 
recognising one's part in the global community and natural world, are all branches of peace-building.  
A Nature-centred Approach to Peace-building is exactly what the title suggests. It is a holistic, 
innovative approach that uses nature as a medium to establishing peace at the individual and 
community level. This paper will specifically focus on NAP programmes and their incorporated 
projects. Simplistically stated, NAP engages members of the community in a structured programme 
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designed to improve individual participant well-being. A potential component of the programme is 
participation in a garden creation project that may constitute a communal green space. 
NAP is a theoretical framework and model that is as interdisciplinary as it is holistic. The framework 
was created from a combination of analysis of intervention programmes aimed at improving well-
being from around the world, analysis of a wide body of interdisciplinary literature, as well as 
previous research and professional experience of the researcher. The model promotes a holistic nature-
centred approach that draws on multiple academic fields to simultaneously address tangible and 
intangible needs of individuals and communities at a grass roots level. NAP merges various original 
models, methods and techniques designed to ensure targeted wellbeing paradigms and specific needs 
identified within various academic fields are effectively met.  
The theoretical background to the research draws upon the fields of peace and conflict studies,  
political ecology, education, geography,  psychology, sociology, social work, urban design, and eco-
therapy, among others. Particular attention was paid to horticultural therapy, landscape architecture, 
permaculture, peace-building theory, notions such as therapeutic space, ownership, empowerment, 
place, identity, community, and various psychosocial techniques. Literature pertaining to children, 
specifically in relation to wellbeing and development through notions such as play and nature 
interaction was also investigated. The techniques and activities carried out within the program are 
drawn from equally varied sources such as outdoor education, art therapy, play therapy, teambuilding 
methods, sand-play therapy, and more.  
The framework and the model were created by identifying several similar underlying needs of various 
target groups such as disengaged youth, immigrants, or individuals suffering from trauma or 
depression, as well as the needs of standard individuals and communities identified by within social 
science, education and other academic fields. These needs include aspects such as a sense of identity, a 
sense of belonging, a sense of worth, a sense of control or participation, and a sense of ownership.  
Some other factors contributing to the framework include the importance of place, the importance of 
play (enjoyment), the opportunity for creative outlets, the need to address individual personality types, 
learning styles and intelligences, and the benefits obtained from contact with nature. 
A holistic approach was adopted as it allowed the opportunity for multiple needs of various 
individuals to be met in some way. In addition to a holistic approach to meeting the needs of 
participants, a singular approach to meeting the needs of communities and the environment was also 
sought. In this way, the programme would not only be internally holistic, but also externally holistic in 
its benefits and outcomes. The question was thus asked: “In what way can multiple needs of 
participants be met such that meeting these needs simultaneously benefits the wider community and 
potentially the world at large?” 
The answer was nature contact. Academic research in various fields shows that contact with nature can 
positively affect physical, psychological, and emotional well-being in individuals. Nature contact, be it 
the view of nature through a window (Frumkin 2001), patient visits to hospital gardens (Arlington and 
Johnson 2002; Said 2006; Cooper Marcus 2007) or wilderness programmes(Gibson 1979; Segal 1997; 
Robertson and De Kiewit 1998; Palka 1999; Davis -Berman and Berman 2005), positively affects the 
well-being of individuals. The NAP model has multi-tiered benefits. Horticultural therapy techniques 
form a component of the NAP programme, positively affecting participants.  Key concepts associated 
with identity and the foundation needs for wellbeing identified by the research are addressed through 
the creation of a communal green space. For example, residents of treed communities show a greater 
sense of belonging to place than those that don’t (Gorrell 2001). Also, research shows that individuals 
who have contact with nature are more likely to be interested in understanding and preserving nature 
(Milton 2002), thus increasing community environmental advocacy.  
Additionally, nature contact can be manipulated, adapted and incorporated into a range of techniques 
and approaches designed to improve well-being. Thus, nature provides an effective medium through 
which a holistic intervention can be undertaken. Nature can be adapted and incorporated into art 
therapy, sand play therapy, teambuilding activities, and an array of other activities. This is in addition 
to the current uses of nature to improve well-being identified within eco-therapy and horticultural 
therapy.  
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As well as its flexibility in providing a common thread to multiple techniques and approaches, nature 
also provides the opportunity to meet many of the underlying needs of the targeted groups. A NAP 
green space creates communal space. Communal space is deemed essential for individual and 
communal well-being within numerous academic fields, particularly the social sciences and urban 
design. Not only is this basic notion relevant, but more importantly to the NAP approach is the 
opportunity for community participation in the construction of these communal spaces. This 
opportunity meets the underlying needs of a sense of ownership, belonging, control, and purpose. 
Essentially, not only do the participants who have created the space benefit from the creation process, 
but their efforts are likely to be more accepted, respected and appreciated by the community than 
space created by the local council. Evidence of this can be seen in the example of the Brisbane City 
electrical boxes, which were the targets of graffiti until a community mural campaign saw them 
transformed into communal art. Now graffiti on the boxes is virtually non-existent. In this way, 
community participation in the creation of a communal green space or garden not only meets the needs 
of the individual participants, it helps establish a sense of community cohesion. 
The approach of using nature as the medium to address individual and community issues also has 
carry-on effects for the environment. At a very basic level, it may increase the amount of green space 
in our urban centres. On a deeper level however, it may contribute to the environmental awareness of 
the participants involved in the garden creation process. Awareness is achieved through practical 
interaction with nature, rather than through a teaching or preaching format. This experiential 
opportunity may carry forth into the lives of participants in other ways, such as the creation of a 
garden on their own property, an increased concern about environmental protection, and a decreased 
likelihood to engage in negative environmental actions such as the littering. While it is not assumed 
the participation in a single garden project will result in an immediate and dramatic mind-shift towards 
the environment, the intimate interaction with nature that the garden creation process provides is 
certainly a stronger seed than non-experiential education. 
It should be noted, however, that the approach being put forward its considerably more detailed and 
complex than merely community participation in the creation of a green space. A NAP garden is far 
more than a community project. Even a layman would recognise that giving disengaged youth shovels 
and asking them to engage themselves in a community project is very likely to backfire. Similarly, tree 
planting projects are great, but unlikely to substantially affect well-being as there is generally no 
systematic process to the enhance the well-being outcomes of the project.  
Central to a Nature-centred Approach to Peace-building is the 4P model. Four key concepts arose out 
of the research as vital to ensuring individual and communal peace and well-being: Peace, Play, 
Process, and Place. These four key concepts subsequently form the backbone of the framework and 
model. The 4P model places equal emphasis on each concept. Place recognises the meaning associated 
with particular space and the physical, emotional and social responses place evokes. Place is 
associated with identity, ownership, belonging and their opposites. Process incorporates several steps 
necessary for effective implementation. These are carried out using the several simultaneous 
processes, which shall be discussed presently. Play is essentially the recognition of the importance of 
enjoyment, both as a therapeutic process, and as an energising motivational tool. Play is identified 
within the model as necessary both within the design process and also as a major consideration in the 
design outcomes and potential use of place. Not only must the participants enjoy the programme and 
project, but the space they create should have a positive impact on the emotions of the wider 
community. Peace within NAP is aligned with feelings of harmony within oneself, with one's 
community, and with the world at large. Peace is central to the program as it provides catharsis and the 
foundation for discovery. As with Play, Peace is recognised as part of the process and outcome. Thus, 
the space created should also provide cathartic benefits to the wider community.  
Process substantially increases the likelihood for attaining significant well-being outcomes. The NAP 
framework contains multiple processes which occur simultaneously. There is a personal psychological 
and emotional process that the individual participants pass through in order to obtain the highest levels 
of well-being. Alongside this is an activities process designed to ensure the personal progress of 
participants. The garden creation project is a central part of the programme, however it is not the 
program in its entirety. The Garden Creation Process is designed specifically to engage and empower 
Tiffany Greene, Re-building lives, building community, constructing gardens.  
Proceedings of the Environmental Research Event 2009, Noosa, QLD 4 
participants. The initial stages of this process doesn't see participants with a shovel, but rather with 
coloured pens to design the garden, and with clay and wood, to create sculptures and art pieces that 
will permanently live in the garden. This process allows for an extensive creative expression and a 
strong sense of ownership over the garden, resulting in an eagerness to participate in the construction 
stage. All of the processes are held together by a central process: the 3IDC Process. The 3IDC Process 
is designed to ensure a smooth and successful meeting of the needs highlighted in the research and 
expected outcomes of the programme and project. The stages of the 3IDC process are: Imagining; 
Dreaming; Creating; Integrating; Designing; Constructing; Incorporating; Demonstrating; Ceremony. 
This process has been developed to incorporate key components identified as central to establishing 
well-being which are applied in a specific order to assure maximum possible well-being outcomes are 
obtained. 
Overall, the program and project are designed to achieve two primary outcomes: catharsis and 
discovery. This duality is deemed important as the underlying principles for the programs are that 
well-being must be achieved at the individual level before it can be achieved at the communal level, 
and that well-being is a precursor to positively engaging in one's own life, one's community, and 
global issues such as the environment. As such, the cathartic portion of the program is designed to 
improve self-awareness and understanding, while the discovery portion of the program is designed to 
harness potential and provide new skills and knowledge. 
The holistic nature of a NAP program makes it flexible and adaptable. Thus, programs can focus on a 
specific need if desired. A greater emphasis could be placed on gardening practices and techniques; 
understanding, recognising and appreciating natural wildlife; horticultural and nutritional knowledge 
and skills; understanding the ecosystem; water wise gardening; or any number of topics. These aims 
can be achieved without losing benefits to the emotional and psychological well-being of participants, 
or the benefits to the community as a whole. With NAP, these multi-tiered benefits can be achieved 
simultaneously. 
A Nature-centred Approach to Peace-building is not about creating more work for organizations and 
governments. Programmes are already being conducted with individuals in need of improved well-
being and councils already create parks and gardens in urban areas. Rather, the model presented in this 
paper encourages a greater overlap of resources, coordination between various bodies, and a more 
holistic approach to addressing the multiple needs of urban communities.  
Ultimately, planning and design of our urban spaces should not only place emphasis on establishing 
and maintaining green space, but also on community engagement in the creation of the spaces and the 
ways in which many of the various needs of individuals and groups within society can be 
simultaneously met. Adopting this approach would mean that many of the malaises affecting our 
modern urban societies at an individual, social and global environmental level can not only be 
simultaneously met, but essentially heal one another. 
The NAP framework and model is based on extensive theoretical research. Further validation of the 
framework is required through the implementation of programmes and projects and subsequent 
research into their success at reaching targeted outcomes. It is hoped that councils and private bodies 
alike will take up the challenge to holistically meet the individual, social and environmental needs of 
our urban communities through the adoption of Nature-centred Approaches to Peace-building.  
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